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I
n approaching the connection of More Product, Less Process (MPLP) to other aspects of archival administration, I'll follow two different, though I hope compatible, tracks. The first considers the application of the arguments of MPLP to functions such as appraisal, electronic records, and digitization. The second studies the actual application of MPLP to functions such as reference and preservation. The reason for this mixed approach is purely practical: on the one hand, questions have been raised about the impact of MPLP in practice on reference activities; on the other, I believe that both the principles and specific remedies offered by the MPLP article can and should be applied to activities such as appraisal.
It may be useful to recapitulate the principles and specific remedies of MPLP, because evidence suggests that in some circles MPLP has been reduced to the dictum of not removing staples and that some repositories have substituted adherence to one set of principles (traditional processing) for another (MPLP, interpreted in this case as a one-size-fits-all approach to processing). The general principles of MPLP derive from fundamental statements about the archival enterprise, namely that "use is the end of all archival effort"; 2 that substantial backlogs of collections not only hinder use but threaten repositories by undermining confidence of both resource allocators and donors; that in making processing decisions archivists should consider-not the traditions of the pastbut the mission, audience, and resources of the present; and that collections and even series should be assessed individually using the most rational, user-friendly approach.
MPLP also argues that the perfect should not be the enemy of the good, and that, indeed, we have to become comfortable that "good enough" is normally fine. The article did not maintain that minimal processing must become universal within a repository, arguing rather that some series and some collections could certainly justify more traditional processing approaches-as Dennis Meissner has wryly noted, "MPLP is not a processing template (your own brain is still part of the equation)." 3 The specific remedies MPLP recommends are that "minimal" (also referred to as "accessioning," "extensible," and "basic") processing should become the new baseline approach to arranging and describing series and collections. Minimal processing generally means that archivists refrain from activities such as removing metal from collections, replacing physically sound folders, photocopying or sleeving newspaper clippings, segregating or sleeving photos, creating elaborate descriptive essays, and placing intellectual arrangement above physical arrangement.
MPLP also maintains that minimal processing is a more efficient use of staff resources overall than traditional processing, even though minimal processing might shift somewhat more work onto reference staff. What the article lacks, however, is empirical evidence that reference work would not be either undermined or overwhelmed by the shift to less arrangement and description. The article also provides only limited evidence that users would accept the tradeoff of less processing of more collections rather than more processing of fewer collections. Recent evidence now supports these two contentions, and this essay presents some of that evidence.
collections of two-thirds of repositories.
4 How? Most simply, it is my impression that many repositories do not do much if any appraisal when they acquire collections or record groups. As Barbara Craig notes, "It would be misleading to say that archivists have universally embraced the necessity of selective retention. Many have neither easily nor quietly accepted the role of selector." 5 Too many archivists accept whatever the donor or transferring agency wants picked up or delivered; they assume that appraisal will occur during processing. Some repositories shelve dozens or even hundreds of cubic feet of material that will be removed during processing. 6 And when processing does occur, appraisal too often occurs at the file or item level, whether it is separating duplicates or identifying other material of no long-term value. 7 Why? I think the reasons are complex and deep-seated. It is my impression that many archivists are averse to doing appraisal at all. Frank Boles provocatively sketches this reluctance and insists that archivists are by and large scared silly of appraisal and most of them really don't want to do it . . . -because they think they will be criticized for making mistakes . . . . What archivists really see themselves as . . . are guardians of the past: . . . [that our mission is] . . . to receive from others their important material and then preserve and protect it . . . . 8 The fear of making mistakes combined with the holdover conviction that archivists are custodians cause many of us to relegate appraisal to the slow, painstaking, item-level activity that it often becomes during processing.
Four of the most salient reasons for item-level appraisal, based on my experience and conversations, are the continuing commitment to encyclopedic 5 Barbara L. Craig, "The Acts of the Appraisers: The Context, the Plan, and the Record," Archivaria 34 (1992): 176.
6 I base this impression on personal experience (it was true prior to my arrival at all four repositories I have served), and more broadly on what I learned from the attendees at the half-dozen "Fundamentals of Acquisition and Appraisal" one-day workshops I taught for the Midwest Archives Conference in the 1990s, and from the reaction I received after publishing an article suggesting that congressional papers' archivists explain to congressional offices long before the shipment of any material just what common series the repository did and did not wish to receive.
knowledge of the collection by the archivist; fear of overlooking historically important documents; even greater concern about missing items that might be candidates for theft; and the widespread belief that archivists' responsibility entails identifying any and all documents that might be "confidential" or threaten the privacy of third parties in the collection. 9 If we could surmount our fears and our custodial heritage, the path to doing appraisal better, in a way that will not so significantly contribute to our backlogs, is relatively simple in practice. As with processing, we must accept that the size of the modern collection is simply too great to permit the luxury of item-level, and even often file-level, appraisal. We must accept that we cannot afford to be 100 percent certain that no document that might possibly be of value to someone is discarded. As F. Gerald Ham noted fifteen years ago, "Today's information-laden world has lessened the value of any single set of records; the documents may be unique but the information is usually not." 10 We must accept that "good enough" is better than "one of these days."
It is true that broader collecting weaknesses play a significant role in adding to backlogs as well. Judith Panitch found a decade ago that only half of the Association of Research Libraries' special collections and archives have developed formal collecting policies, despite the fact that such policies have been urged for the profession for a generation at least. 11 Even more troubling to me, in a recent survey of Canadian archivists, is the large percentage (74.28%) of respondents who report using "intuition" as one approach to appraisal. While "many [respondents] indicated that they used a combination of methods suited to the needs of a situation," 12 the survey's creator goes on to note that 9 These four reasons are expressed in the comments found in two sources. First are the anonymous comments section of a survey conducted in 2009 of subscribers to the Archives and Archivists discussion list by Stephanie H. Crowe and Karen Spilman (email to Mark Greene and Dennis Meissner from Karen Spilman, 18 September 2009). The survey elicited 156 responses, though the number of responses to the various questions varied significantly. Roughly 80% of respondents worked in repositories that had implemented MPLP; 44% of respondents worked in repositories with 2-5 FTE; 19% worked at repositories with 6-10 FTE. The researchers requested that I not cite the URL where the raw survey data is found, as they hope to present it publicly soon (email to Mark Greene from Stephanie Crowe, 1 October 2009). Readers interested in their survey and its data may contact them directly. The second is a draft paper written by two archivists at an Association of Research Libraries university repository (email attachment to Mark Greene, 28 April 2008; hereafter cited as "MPLP draft.") See also Jeffery S. Suchanek, untitled paper, session #501, "More Product, Less Process (MPLP) Revisited: Choosing the Right Processing Strategy for Your Repository and Collections," Society of American Archivists Annual Meeting, Austin, Texas, 2009, 3, 4-5. what does standout is the strong showing of intuition as a valuable approach to appraisal. Many respondents took time to write about their experience with methods, and the comments about intuition were frequent. One respondent's comment captured the spirit of many: ". . . you do not start with this [intuition], [sic] but gain it after years of hands-on appraisal. After years you will 'intuitively' know if the records fill gaps in your institution's holdings, if they are the type of records your users consult, if they have evidential or informational value, etc." 13 
She also finds that
Respondents employed a number of guides to direct their appraisals and to structure their assessments. Over three quarters cited the importance of their repository's mandate (78.7%), with the majority using a current appraisal policy (60.7%), acquisition plan or target (55.1%), and lists of criteria of value or uses (52.8%).
14 Canadian archivists were just about evenly divided on the question asking whether their institution had a formal strategy for doing appraisal with just under half (46.8%) responding positively that their institution had such a strategy (or strategies in some cases) and just over 45 percent (45.3%) responding that none currently existed. 15 She concludes that "There appears to be a real need for more concrete guidance for appraisal activities from the profession in the form of standards of practice, and from institutions, in the form of clear policies and related procedures." 16 The lack of guidance from institutions, especially, probably helps explain the extent of reliance on intuition. Coupled with an inherent "collector/preserver" mentality, recognizing archivists' reliance on gut feelings assists in understanding a tendency toward bringing into the loading dock or onto the holding shelves far more cubic feet than necessary, more material that may then be reviewed item by item.
This study reinforces an important step in the right direction, adopting appraisal methods that, in essence, define certain appraisal decisions in advance. Rather than seeing every collection offered or record group proposed for transfer, the archives should know in advance what sorts of collections/record groups it seeks and decline to spend time with others. Acquisition decisions should be based not on a case-by-case basis, but on well-planned policies that approach the documentation universe broadly. We should seek documentation that builds upon itself, collections and record groups that interrelate, and description 13 Craig, "Doing Archival Appraisal in Canada," 27.
14 Craig, "Doing Archival Appraisal in Canada," 20. 15 Craig, "Doing Archival Appraisal in Canada," 20. 16 Craig, "Doing Archival Appraisal in Canada," 27. approaches that help to make these interrelationships clearer to our users. As Terry Cook said many years ago in describing macro-appraisal, an inspection of records is the last thing that should happen during an appraisal; the first is a thoughtful assessment of the activities of the records creator against the repository's acquisition priorities. 17 Those priorities can be identified at the level of the creator and, in the case of high-priority creators, by series. 18 Both steps reduce the amount of time spent appraising, but only on the premise that the goal is not to ensure every "interesting" document is identified and preserved.
In practice, therefore, appraisal shifts from the processing table to the home/office of origin or the loading dock. Although this essay focuses on paper collections, the approach is true if the material in question is digital. 19 Series or files that do not document the significant activities of the creator are not packed in the first place, or if they arrive on the dock, are separated there. Appraisal at the home/office of origin introduces yet another, sometimes paralyzing, fearthat judging some material unworthy in front of the donor or transferring unit will offend them. In my decades of experience doing field appraisal, I rarely faced this problem. If a question arose, however, I explained my reasoning for the negative appraisal, and if the accepted material encompassed, as it usually did, the portions of the material that the donor considered most important, the donor was satisfied.
Doing appraisal on site enforces a certain degree of speed. One cannot usually spend several days camped out in someone's house, or disrupt an office for a week while carefully examining the contents of every folder in every file cabinet. Appraisal decisions must be made more quickly, by glancing at the contents of sample files, scanning file folders, assessing series, and asking relevant questions of the creator or office manager. And it is easier to see relationships in the context of creation, ensuring that meaningful aggregations are identified, selected, and packed in a useful arrangement reflecting functions and order as created, rather than trying to figure out these relationships on the loading dock or on the shelves later. 20 If it is not possible to do appraisal on site, the same process should be applied on the loading dock when the collection arrives, and the questions asked by email, phone, or letter prior to the collection's arrival. Regardless of where the activity takes place, it does not entail a hunt for items and it should not encompass "weeding"-weeding is for gardeners, not archivists.
As with the processing aspects of MPLP, this approach to appraisal is recommended as the norm, but not as the only appropriate method. A very few collections warrant more intensive appraisal, even perhaps during processing. Such an approach to appraisal would not only reduce the growth of a backlog, it could also permit the processors (even if this is the same archivist who conducted the appraisal) to spend more time on arrangement and description or other important archival functions. I think that the overall time spent on the collection may be reduced. At the Minnesota Historical Society in the 1990s, when I was curator of manuscripts acquisition, informal comparisons made with Dennis Meissner, the head of manuscripts processing, suggested that MPLP-type appraisal takes less time than appraisal during processing. Adding the savings gained by applying minimal processing creates an opportunity to get a lot more done in the same period of time-or to use the time saved to address other responsibilities. It should be apparent, then, that MPLP appraisal reflects many of the general principles found in the original MPLP article, namely that in making functional decisions archivists should consider-not the traditions of the pastbut the mission, audience, and resources of the present; that collections and even series should be assessed individually using the most rational, user-friendly approach. MPLP appraisal, similar to MPLP processing, reflects an attempt to balance increasingly limited resources with the growing quantities of potential documentation, to keep user needs first but donor and resource allocator opinions a close second, and to finally become what we need to be as archival professionals-selectors rather than collectors. 21
P r e s e r v a t i o n 22
MPLP itself paid a great deal of attention to preservation. Still, I emphasize that preservation, in its most important and effective application, takes place at a level referred to as "holdings maintenance," which means the efforts undertaken to maintain the totality of a repository's holdings, rather than efforts taken to preserve or conserve individual items or even small sets of items. Regulating temperature, humidity, light, and particulates as closely and as evenly as possible creates a stable and secure storage environment. By analogy to the original MPLP article, archivists should only devote conservation and restoration measures to exceptional cases and make such determinations on an aggregate (rather than an item-level) basis. For example, the American Heritage Center (AHC) appointed a small task force to assess the quantity and condition of all known color photographs, color negatives and slides, black-and-white negatives, and motion picture film in its holdings, as the basis for a future preservation grant.
But because holdings maintenance is the crucial first step, we must focus attention on improving the storage conditions of our collections. We must advocate for our repository with our resource allocators for better (not perfect) climate controls. Some of the time freed by minimal processing, for example, can be channeled into such advocacy. Certainly, advocacy doesn't guarantee a complete, new HVAC system, particularly where there was none before, but it might succeed in acquiring one (or a few) datalogger(s) to document temperature and humidity fluctuations to support more strongly the argument for better controls or air conditioning to help stabilize temperatures during the summer or dehumidifiers to assist in reducing moisture.
Too many conversations on archivists' discussion lists exhibit a tendency, unfortunately, to assume that such improvements, particularly if they will cost our parent institution money, cannot be achieved. Enough repositories, small and large, however, have made enough improvements to dispel such pessimism. It is also worth noting that our parent institutions committed resources to establishing archives in the first place. While economic and other circumstances were different whenever that creation took place, it is appropriate to ask whether this generation of archivists can succeed in garnering a fraction of the commitment our predecessors did. We need more confidence in our ability to change things, in our abilities to project and convince with professionalism, rather than to accept defeat and (in too many cases) simply complain about the poor conditions and lack of support. Optimism and professionalism can accomplish significant things.
R e f e r e n c e 23
In general terms, as applied primarily to textual collections, MPLP shifts a certain burden from processing to reference, because description is more likely to be at the collection and series level than the file-unit level. At a minimum, this decision requires staff to retrieve more boxes to ensure satisfying the research 23 I was a reference archivist and a lone arranger for a college archives, on a regular desk shift for a major state historical society, and a reference supervisor (and desk shift worker) for a museum's public research archives/library. Currently, I have responsibility for a four-and-a-half-member professional reference staff, though without desk shift responsibility.
needs of a patron. The MPLP argument is that this added retrieval effort is smaller in impact on the overall resources of a repository than the traditional requirement to rename, refolder, or organize folders within series, much less arrange items within file units, for every collection, in advance of any retrieval for reference. Furthermore, MPLP argues that evidence of research use of collections should be an important criterion in applying more detailed processing. There has for decades been this type of trade-off between processing resources and reference resources. After all, few repositories in the past halfcentury continued calendaring due to the massive size of collections and backlogs; what MPLP proposes is that this trade-off be extended somewhat further and that more time spent on description (rather than on arrangement and refoldering) will partly compensate for the lack of specificity regarding folders. 24 If a reference archivist can point a researcher to a box (or to several boxes) and report that "the bulk of the John Doe correspondence in this collection is found in these boxes," most researchers will be pleased-particularly if the alternative is to have even that level of information hidden because the collection resides in a backlog.
It is certainly true, however, that tension exists in MPLP between the admonition to serve patrons and the suggestion of series-or box-level processing; this is a variant on the longstanding tension between reference archivists facilitating research (and educating users) versus providing specific information from the collections or record groups. 25 Suggesting that the goal is to serve the most researchers in the best way possible given limited resources can mitigate the tension. This is the utilitarian approach on which MPLP rests, and, more broadly, on which reference activities at all repositories-whether serving internal or external researchers-should be grounded.
We now have some empirical evidence of researchers' own view of this proposition. AHC reference archivist Shannon Bowen circulated a survey to a wide range of researchers in 2008, soliciting their opinions on the tradeoffs suggested by MPLP (see Appendix A). The survey was sent to a number of institutions and online discussion networks. Yale University, University of AlaskaFairbanks, Minnesota Historical Society, Oregon State University, University of Montana, and Arizona State University received an electronic copy of the survey for hard copy distribution, the link to the online survey, and the code for including the online survey on a website. In addition, some of the Northwest Archives Processing Initiative II institutions received the electronic copy, the link, and the code for the survey: Alaska State Library, Eastern Washington State A link to the survey was also sent out to the Reference, Access, and Outreach (RAO) section of the Society of American Archivists for discussion and potential posting on additional institutional websites. A link to the survey was posted on the home page of the American Heritage Center. The survey was sent to a number of H-Net lists, 26 to a National Council for Social Studies discussion network, and, subsequent to deployment, was posted on numerous blogs, including ArchivesNext, the blog of the American Historical Association (AHA), and the blog of the Chronicle of Higher Education.
Six-hundred responses to the survey were received. Table 1 shows that most respondents were university faculty and graduate students.
Surprisingly to me, respondents indicated that the resource they use most (by far) to find collections is the online catalog record, followed at a distant second by collection inventories (the survey made no distinction between online and in-house inventories), then referrals by reference archivists (see Table 2 ).
As seen in Tables 3 and 4 , 50% reported they were denied access to unprocessed collections, but 63% said they had used unprocessed collections.
When asked to rank a list of archival activities in order of importance to them, a large margin ranked first "Putting more resources into creating basic descriptions for all collections, even though some of those collections may never have more detailed inventories written for them." The next two selections, which rated very closely, were "Putting more resources into the creation of detailed collection inventories on the web, even if it means slowing the pace at which collections are made available for research" and "Putting more resources into creating basic collection inventories that lack introductory information and organization of the collection's contents if it means that collections will be made available more rapidly" (see Table 5 ).
To the statement "I would be happy with less detail in collection inventories if it meant that more collections would be available for researchers," 28% responded neutrally, while 52% responded affirmatively and 20% negatively. To the statement "I would be happy with less organization of archival collections if it meant that more collections would be available for researchers," 30% Putting more resources into the creation of detailed collection inventories on the web, even if it means slowing the pace at which collections are made available for research.
3.12
Putting more resources into creating basic collection inventories that lack introductory information and organization of the collection's contents if it means that collections will be made available more rapidly.
3.25
Putting more resources into digitizing collection material and putting it on the web, even if it means that fewer collections will be available for research.
3.48
Putting more resources into acquiring new collections, even if it means slowing the pace at which collections are made available for research.
4.27
Putting more resources into re-foldering and re-boxing collection material, pulling staples, and photocopying high-acid papers, even it means slowing the pace at which collections are made available for research.
5.1
Putting more resources into pulling duplicates and ancillary printed material from collections, so that the valuable material is easier to find, even if it means slowing the pace at which collections are made available for research. 6.01 Total Respondents 452 (skipped this question) 148 responded neutrally, 43% affirmatively, and 26% negatively. Finally, to the statement "I am confident in my ability to find material relevant to my research in archival collections, even when the collections I am using are not well-organized," 23% were neutral, 53% affirmative, and 24% negative. 27 While not every researcher approves of MPLP's tradeoffs, most do (with a full third having essentially no opinion) (see Tables 6-10 ). A very different approach to assessing user reactions to the results of MPLP processing was conducted by Tiah Edmundson-Morten at the Oregon State University Archives. She began her career as a processor for a grant to apply minimal processing, but at OSU she was hired as a reference archivist. She wanted to know just how the patrons who used her collections, on-site and off, reacted to various levels of sample descriptions. She approached her study with firm assumptions:
I started the project with several assumptions and was certain they would all be confirmed. In fact, I included this sentence in my original abstract: "this project will address the difficulties that arise with reference services, with the assumption that minimal level processing suggestions will make reference services much more difficult and result in a decreased satisfaction rate for users." Specifically, I thought saving staff time in the processing phase meant spending more time on reference services, that general container lists are never helpful for off-site users and can be frustrating for both users as well as reference staff; and that, if the profession is indeed moving in a general way toward series level description, good, standardized descriptive practices are essential for providing access to the items and information in our collections. My working hypothesis was that the future of reference services was doomed without robust finding aids full of meticulous details.
What she encountered instead was much more complex and nuanced, with researchers enunciating mixed and contradictory reactions to the samples. But in the end she arrived at a conclusion very different from her starting hypotheses:
I never imagined that, as I championed the user and the need to really listen to our users, that they would say anything other than " me more, I want the details, anything less and I can tell you failed as an archivist." As I reread the [original MPLP] American Archivist article last week, with real work experience as a Reference Archivist and after actually talking to the users, I had to admit things had changed for me. Greene and Meissner are right, MPLP effectively shifts our notion of what a finding aid is. But maybe we, and I definitely need to include myself here, need to remind ourselves what a finding aid is-a descriptive surrogate for the materials themselves-and remind ourselves that we can't do it all and we'll never be able to find it all. In practice, this would mean that "to keep pace with accessions and avoid adding to our backlog, for all new collections at the OSU Archives, we are only preparing collection level descriptions. We've also picked unprocessed collections, mainly those that have little to no online information, and are working to prepare collection level descriptions for those as well. unprocessed ones. By making these catalog records available both on our OPAC and through WorldCat, we hoped to determine whether higher-level description for all collections served researchers as well or better than granular descriptions of a few collections. 29 Our survey suggests a strong affirmative, and, in addition, we began to receive long-distance inquiries from researchers about cataloged-but-unprocessed collections that, while they did not by any means require item-or even folder-level description, did require more than collectionlevel description to sustain the reference archivists' ability to reasonably respond. Consultation among the AHC reference archivists, the manager of processing, the accessioning manager, and myself resulted in a "quick and dirty" approach to addressing this MPLP-caused strain on reference service. We concluded together that to respond adequately to most of the problem requests we needed a minimum of box-level description, and folder-level where practical. "Practical" would be defined by the size of the collection and whether the collection had a preponderance of effective folder labels. Reference staff or their undergraduate student pages would inventory (not arrange or describe) collections up to 2 cubic feet; 30 larger collections would receive box-level description or folder lists by an undergraduate student working under the supervision of the accessioning manager.
Such work would be undertaken on a first-come, first-served basis, with patrons being informed of roughly how long it would be before we could provide a response to their queries. 31 Moreover, the collections thus identified 29 One reviewer of a draft of this paper demanded: "From a workflow issue, how can a repository catalog unprocessed collections if the certainties of date span, extent of collection, and possibly even title will change after processing thus requiring the cataloger to go back and update both the local OPAC as well as WorldCat records? That also assumes that someone in the archives remembers to tell the cataloger to update the records; and how much time does the cataloger spend on updating old records rather than creating new ones?" The answer is simply that updating catalog records is not labor intensive enough to be an issue, at least when the demands for revision come at a slow to moderate pace, as they certainly do for us; for such revisions to come as a deluge would be to suppose that all of a sudden most of our collections would be accessed in a short period, and there is no archives of which I am aware where this is ever true. Indeed, the one study to attempt to analyze such use patterns concluded that in the test repository 20% of collections accounted for 80% of use (William J. Jackson, "The 80/20 Archives: A Study of Use and Its Implications" Archival Issues 22, no. 2 (1997): 133-46). Even more to the point, perhaps, is a comment by an unofficial reviewer, "that I've completely adopted an understanding of description as an iterative process, that the idea of the idealized pristine finding aid or catalog record that will never be revised is just darned silly. Perhaps it's been my experience living through EAD recon and watching what were once perfectly good catalog cards refashioned into new formats and compiled in new ways, but I think it's simple hubris to think that even the most carefully constructed records will all exist in amber in perpetuity" (email to author, 1 December 2008). For a scholarly take on both the lack of authenticity of static description and the increasing necessity of malleable descriptive practices, see Heather MacNeil, "Picking Our Text: Archival Description, Authenticity, and the Archivist as Editor," American Archivist 68 (Fall/Winter 2005): 264-78. 30 How are the reference archivists handling this? Providing this level of information for a small collection generally takes about the same amount of time as answering a reference request in the first place, and, because demand has been steady but low, it has not had a substantial impact on workload.
31 To date, we have been able to provide such box-level information in less than a month for all but the largest (100ϩ-cubic-foot) collections. Are some researchers frustrated by this wait? Yes, though none have figuratively foamed at the mouth. We do explain to them that this delay must be balanced against the fact that they would never have known of the collection had we not taken this "shortcut."
would be moved up to the front of the processing queue based on researcher interest. I met with a member of the reference staff every two weeks, as part of an ongoing assessment of the grant that supported the original MPLP cataloging. To date, this low-cost, less-than-perfect approach has worked well enough to allow the reference staff to provide adequate service to long-distance researchers interested in unprocessed collections. 32 The bonus, of course, is that the researchers would never have known to even inquire about the collections if we had not taken an MPLP approach in the first place. Some readers might object in principle to reference archivists having to shoulder some of the work of processors, when the reference staff surely has enough work to do already. To this there are at least two responses. First, the reference archivists in our repository would rather pitch in this way than have (as we once did) a huge backlog of uncataloged (much less, unprocessed) collections inaccessible to users. If serving users is the sine qua non of archives administration, as I have elsewhere argued it is, then this "sacrifice" makes perfect sense. Second, reference staff undertaking certain processing tasks should be no less unsettling than the much more commonly accepted situation of processing staff taking regular reference shifts. 33 Both practices help archivists to better comprehend the larger enterprise of which they are a part, as well as to more sympathetically relate to their colleagues in another department. 34 Christine Weideman notes another effective way to support reference through the application of minimal processing by working actively to have donors provide both biographical information and box (even folder) lists when collections are transferred to the repository. This ensures a basic level of description prior to any work by the processing staff, thus significantly supporting reference activities. At the AHC, we have had some success with this approach, especially when working with congressional offices and nonprofit organizations; 32 Again, we now have some empirical data to demonstrate that AHC reference archivists were not, as one reviewer suggested, bullied into accepting MPLP by being "outnumbered and outranked" in meetings.
In an unpublished survey of reference archivists for the Society of American Archivists' Reference, Access, and Outreach section, (August 2008, in preparation for publication), Shannon Bowen, Jackie Dean, and Joanne Archer demonstrate that a wide range of reference archivists accept MPLP tradeoffs in roughly the same proportion as users do. For example, when asked to rank the importance of a variety of possible archival practices, far and away the highest-ranked activity was "Putting more resources into creating basic descriptions for all collections, even though some of those collections may never have more detailed inventories written for them." While the survey indicates 256 total respondents, only about 70 individuals responded to most questions. Some data from the survey is available online at http:// www.archivists.org/saagroups/rao/MPLPTF_survey_report.pdf, accessed 30 November 2009. In addition, Crowe and Spilman, Archives and Archivists Survey, asked the question, "Since your repository's implementation of MPLP, do you feel that your ability to assist researchers with their ≈inquiries has:" and 58% responded that it had increased slightly or significantly. 33 See for example, Pugh, Providing Reference Services, 250-51. At the AHC, processors take regular reference shifts, a practice I learned at the Minnesota Historical Society. In my prior work at the Bentley Historical Library, processing archivists were assigned reference shifts to cover absences and Saturdays. 34 In this same vein, the AHC also assigns every archivist-reference, processing, accessioning, digitization, etc.-responsibilities for collection development, donor relations, and appraisal. But that is a separate article.
however, some individual donors are willing to assist in this way as well. It is, at the very least, worth broaching with donors. 35 If we look at further ways in which reference activities can take advantage of MPLP principles, we can consider methods for achieving more bang for the buck and making better use of limited resources to better serve a larger number or variety of patrons. One example is the creation of online tutorials to assist users in approaching archival research. 36 While there are a handful of successful examples, repositories have not yet widely adopted this tack, nor has their use and effectiveness been studied. Yet, it may prove effective whether the researchers are in-house or external, and it may be especially so in helping to mitigate the disjunction of reference expertise from researcher work in the online environment.
"Determining a search strategy for approaching archival materials and providing the context for understanding them remain important reference services" 37 perhaps, but it is an illusion to believe that a live, interactive connection will be made online with a reference archivist to provide such services. Online tutorials, however, may make it more practical for reference staffs to "work with" an ever-growing clientele, as repositories continue to democratize their access in both the analog and digital worlds. We must be prepared to give up some of the one-on-one reference interaction just as we must give up more detailed processing-so that we can serve more users more expeditiously.
Finally, for now, reference staff in the MPLP environment must be leaders in developing processes and encouraging users to contribute to our knowledge about collections. " [T] his new order requires that [archivists] also organize processes that invite participation in the archival commons, shared mutually by archivists and by archival users." 38 While this could also be seen as a task for processing departments, reference archivists are the professionals most concerned with interacting with our users. "Web-based annotations are a means by which group members create and share commentary about documents." 39 We must embrace the idea of welcoming 35 annotations to our finding aids from our users, to provide additional information that even our "traditional" processing may not capture and that more definitively MPLP arrangement and description will not provide.
E l e c t r o n i c R e c o r d s 40
The vast literature on electronic records seems to confuse archivists more than assist them, not least because so much focuses on theory and definition, rather than on method and practice. Given the extensive literature, it might be unseemly to address this issue in two paragraphs, but it appears (deceptively?) simple. Why, in practice, should appraisal and description of electronic records beor need to be-any different from that applied to analog material? Certainly, one school of archival thought views electronic records as representing a new paradigm for which traditional archival theory and methods do not hold. Some argue that traditional processing approaches cannot be applied to electronic records. 41 But others disagree, and because little within the realm of electronic records can be considered settled, it makes sense to explore all possibilities.
Even at first glance, the organization of most computer files into digital series and folders suggests exactly the same approach recommended for paper material. The American Heritage Center is taking this approach to appraisal for a significant set of mostly word-processing and email documents created by a congressional office. And a study underway in Great Britain, also focused on the papers of elected officials, has determined that high-level description-solely at the collection level-may be necessary as a matter of practicality when it comes to massive quantities of born-digital files. 42 A recent master's thesis also concludes that
The ideas of processing collections at a less precise level and limiting description of archival collections to only what is necessary can be transferred from analog collections directly to electronic records. Electronic records are far more fragile than their paper based counterparts, and leaving them un-processed while an archivist creates a long and eloquent description endangers the record. 44 This approach may not always be the best, but perhaps we should presume to start any consideration of appraisal and description of electronic records with it and have to defend a more granular approach. At the very least, this is an area ripe for small test projects.
D i g i t i z a t i o n 45
One of the earliest objections raised against MPLP was that it ran directly counter to the growing need to identify individual items for digitization. This objection is generally unsustainable on two counts. The first is the fallacy that we really need to predefine and describe items during processing to facilitate their digitization. This is wrong for the same reason that believing individual calendaring of documents is essential to support researchers is wrong-it is simply not that difficult to find items if the description of series or files is done well, and if the user (whether archivist or researcher) understands something about the provenance and order (if any) of the collection or record group. 46 To take an example from the realm of visual materials, it is not necessary to have cataloged every photograph in a vertical file or record group to find one good one of Henry Ford with Walt Disney. All that's necessary is a file unit labeled Ford and Disney, or even a series labeled Ford with VIPs; while the latter will take some minutes to discover the "perfect" image, it is far less time than would have been required to process every item.
The second count on which the objection that MPLP hinders digitization is false is the assumption that digitization must-or even should-be focused on individual items. Instead, it can be argued that this focus on item-level digitization is a signal failing of many of our Web-based projects. In particular, the individual metadata we lavish on our Web-accessible photographs prevents us from 1) making much headway in digitizing any significant portion of our visual collections; and 2) tackling the digitization of our textual collections except for a few "gems" within our holdings. But as one pioneering archivist has noted, "We cannot avoid tackling our paper based collections because they are too hard, too big, too expensive to 44 I am indebted to Tom Hyry, Beinecke Library, Yale University, for this observation. He goes on to say that "we need to maximize the opportunities provided by the medium rather than just obsess about their difficulties. This probably requires letting go of some cherished ideas of provenance and contextbased systems at times." 45 Having overseen, retooled, and expanded the digitization program at the Henry Ford Museum and Greenfield Village for two years (including hiring the institution's first digitization archivist), I came to the AHC, which already had a robust digitization program. That program has itself evolved over the past six years, and the AHC has recently begun MPLP-like digitization projects.
46 Does the fact that not all researchers understand anything about provenance and order destroy this argument? Not unless it also destroys the conceptual basis of all anglophone arrangement and description for over a hundred years, provenance and original order.
touch." 47 Why do we avoid them? Because we have been inculcated with the belief that we must provide item-level metadata, which is exorbitantly expensive, for collections of any size. But must we approach digitization in such a manner?
Nothing prevents us from organizing and describing digitized (or born-digital) material at the file or even the series level, except our own fascination with individual documents. 48 Repositories as varied as the University of Wisconsin Oshkosh and the Smithsonian Archives of American Art provide file-level metadata to speed provision of digitized material to researchers, and given the demand by our researchers for more and more digitized material, why would we not want to adopt such a useful and usable shortcut? 49 "If we can do this much," one archivist wrote, "and without a vast infusion of funds, good . . . . Is it perfect? No, but remember, the perfect is sometimes the enemy of the good." 50 Folder or series metadata can be placed in standard image and document delivery systems such as Luna and Fedora, and/or shortcut even further by linking folders of material to their place in online finding aids; the latter provides the most and best context for the material. 51 Instead of dismissing researchers who want to see more of our collections on the Web, we must acknowledge that these expectations will be an increasing reality. As MPLP would argue, "Every dollar spent to make [online] collections perfect is a dollar we're not spending to get another collection online and to a larger potential audience." 52 Rather than falling prey to the supposed dichotomy between "Googlization" (ultramass digitization) and "boutique" digitization (most of what we are currently doing-unique items on a very small scale), we should be planted on a middle ground: digitizing larger quantities of unique material. Let's consider giving our users what they want. 51 Evans, "Archives of the People, by the People, for the People," 391-93. 52 Ranger, "More Bytes, Less Bite."
P r i v a c y C o n c e r n s
The concern about implementation of MPLP during processing, and by extension during appraisal, reference, and even digitization, that is most persistently and even angrily expressed (one repository director referred to MPLP as "criminal" because of it) regards privacy and confidentiality, particularly of third parties, in manuscript collections. 53 This concern is not new to MPLP, and I can limn only the outlines (such a discussion could easily take up a whole article). The archival community has been wrestling with its responsibility for and response to collection material that might affect third-party privacy or confidentiality for decades. 54 Some archivists have taken the broad statement about third-party rights in the SAA Code of Ethics (revised in 2005):
Archivists may place restrictions on access for the protection of privacy or confidentiality of information in the records. Archivists protect the privacy rights of donors and individuals or groups who are the subject of records . . .
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to mean an ethical duty to broadly impose restrictions on collections beyond any that the donor might have specified.
This worry over protecting privacy has grown, to my mind, to nearly absurd lengths in recent years. The authoritative SAA manual on reference goes to the extreme, saying that first to private communications. Confidential communication between two people is restricted to them alone, and unauthorized inquiry into the content of the communication is forbidden. . . . Communications resulting from . . . friendship, may not be protected by law, but archivists may need to recognize and protect the confidentiality implied in them.
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By this definition, virtually every document not created by the donor of a collection is a potential ethical problem if made accessible to researchers.
Trudy Huskamp Peterson, a recognized expert on archival legal issues, identified "medical, sexual, and psychiatric information, information regarding birth legitimacy, economic information . . . , information on religious affiliation, and information developed or imparted during a client relationship . . ." as private and in need of restriction. 57 Religious affiliation? In the twenty-first century? To find such information would require reading every sentence in every piece of correspondence in a collection. On the archivists' discussion list over the past five years we have seen individuals express concerns over making even property records and traffic tickets accessible to researchers. 58 The concern is not solely an ethical one, however; there is an equally strong fear that overlooking certain material will place a repository at significant risk for lawsuits by individuals whose privacy has been breached. Critics of MPLP maintain that abjuring detailed evaluation of collections ensures that private and confidential (and for congressional collections, federally classified 59 ) documents will not be identified and will therefore be accessible to researchers. To quote the SAA man- While we are more than willing to impose restrictions on material when no restrictions are warranted, we are, amazingly, often unwilling to properly educate ourselves to ensure we do place restrictions when they are mandated by law. Anyone who monitors the Archives and Archivists discussion list will be aware of the many times when incorrect answers were offered to questions of copyright restrictions, only to be corrected, thankfully, by the ever-vigilant Peter Hirtle of Cornell. (See, just as one example, thread "Digital Copyright" begun 23 January 2007 at 11:56:00 by Michael Simonson, the especially incorrect reply supplied at the same day at 14:52:00 by Dean DeBolt, and Peter Hirtle's correction at 18:13:00.) List readers will also know of occasions when other federal statutes were misapplied. For example, a question about whether student theses were subject to the Federal Educational Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) was answered "no," when in fact the opposite is true. In that instance, no one contradicted the incorrect information, so legally required restrictions will not be imposed by many archivists. It must be said that ignorance on this matter can almost be considered willful, given that just three years previously, SAA published a "reader" including a chapter that addressed FERPA and its coverage explicitly. See thread begun as "Undergraduate/senior theses," 24 January 2008 at 09:32:00, by James Stimpert, who asked whether senior theses had the same presumption of public accessibility as master's theses and dissertations, and affirmative-incorrect-responses the same day at 09:52:00, by Dean DeBolt, at 10:01:00 by Laura Edgar, and at 10:15:00 by Glen Taul; Christine Weideman and Mark A. Other archivists, myself certainly included, believe that the ethics statement must be interpreted narrowly, to encompass only select categories of private records universally acknowledged to warrant extraordinary protection-for example, medical, legal, and social work case files, federally classified documents, and (only relatively recently) Social Security numbers. Sue Holbert's 1977 SAA manual on reference and access warns archivists "that the burden of justifying a denial of access would fall on the repository" and suggests that we are more likely to get in trouble by restricting collections donors wanted open than vice versa. The manual accepts that invasion of privacy may be an issue with case files reflecting confidential relationships (e.g., lawyer-client) and that a repository should restrict such files if the donor does not, but it concludes that "the right to information is as valid as the right to privacy" and overall urges greater openness of records rather than greater restriction. 61 Recent work by one of the profession's few attorneys supports the proposition that the more archivists claim the responsibility for protecting third-party privacy the more likely they are to be held legally accountable for doing so. 62 In another context, she soundly remarked, "archivists can't protect everyone from everything and shouldn't even try. where an archivist could be held responsible for violating accepted archival standards and norms. So part of me thinks that we are, as a profession, fretting a little too much. Yes, we can be liable for negligence and certainly for intentional or willful behavior, but archivists who choose to assume affirmative duties above and beyond the accepted archival practices and norms and who later fail in any of those duties, indeed may be setting themselves up for claims that they did not live up to their own standards, to their legal detriment." Quotations here and following used by permission of the author. Additional evidence is provided by a former head of reference at a well-known ARL repository in the Midwest, who related that the university's general counsel gave "the same opinion: that we leave ourselves more open to lawsuits by attempting to restrict some unrestricted records, than by staying away from this practice. Once we begin restricting, we leave ourselves open to the charge that we have attempted to be protective but have failed in specific instances" (email to author, 6 March 2010).
If there is a legal reason for not attempting to protect the privacy of third parties, there is even more of an ethical one. Archivists attempting to judge what is private or confidential will always risk imposing their own sensibilities onto collection material, and "To take on those responsibilities risks treading into frightening territory-imposing the archivist's judgment . . . [is too akin to] censorship, selective access, and mind-reading." 64 Even with the best will in the world, no archivist can accurately judge the sensibilities of the third parties presumably being "protected." One major repository director related to me his decision to impose restrictions on correspondence that revealed an adoption; in this day and age when so many adopted children seek to find their birth parents (and vice versa), why should we assume any of the affected parties would want the information withheld? I have had discussions with members of the GLBT community, some of whom believe strongly that it is wrong to restrict evidence of homosexuality as if it were still a taboo, while others are equally adamant that making such material accessible risks "outing" individuals who wish to remain closeted. How is it that the archivist is supposed to decide between the two perspectives; shouldn't the donor, rather, assume that burden? And even when we know third parties are upset about information in collections, do we restrict the material even though it reveals only such mundane (and public) facts as a divorce or suicide? 65 When we "remember that it is the researcher/writer/publisher of the materials who creates and may be liable for claims of copyright infringement, invasion of privacy, etc., not the archivist or archives which houses the documents," 66 is it not equally reasonable to assume that it is the donor-not the archivistwho properly makes the ethical judgment of whether to protect or make accessible the material?
Finally, while legal and ethical reasons undermine the legitimacy of archivists trying to protect privacy and confidentiality, there is an incontrovertible practical reason as well. To be certain an archivist has identified every item of sensitive material in a collection, the archivist will have to appraise or process that collection to the item level. This is untenable in the twenty-first century given the size and quantity of collections. Rather, we must do our best to identify such material with the help 64 Behrnd-Klodt, email to author. 65 At the Minnesota Historical Society, we received a donation of nineteenth-to mid-twentieth-century family diaries and correspondence from a gentleman who was a descendant of the creators and recipients. While the family included one "black sheep," he was fully cognizant of the contents of all the letters, and felt that, after all this time they posed no embarrassment to his family. Several months after the donation, the donor's cousin, who was directly descended from one of the letter writers in the collection, came to see me, furious that her cousin had donated this "sensitive" material without her consent. Here was a third-party claiming harm to her privacy and sensitivities. She did not want all this material made public, and in fact asked us to give it to her. We refused, politely, and refused as well her request to have the material restricted.
66 Behrnd-Klodt, email to author.
of the donor at the front end (for example, by developing "FAQ sheets describing potentially sensitive or legally compromising categories of materials . . . [and] clear statements about processing levels to be applied" 67 ), and limit detailed assessments to sections of collections most likely to contain any of the narrow range of materials now clearly protected by law on the back end. We can educate researchers about their obligations and risks. 68 This is the best we can do and all we must do.
. . . we may not find each of these items if we don't scan collections item by item, but the risk needs to be balanced appropriately by knowing donors and understanding collections so that likely sensitive, restricted, or valuable materials can be located in advance. This needs to be balanced against the needs of researchers and our resources. Processing materials as we once did (item by item) won't necessarily eliminate all possible problems and will only cause the backlog of unprocessed materials and cranky researchers to grow. When balancing researchers' quest for increased access, the size of contemporary collections, and our shrinking . . . pool of resources, MP-LP can be a good solution.
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MPLP can indeed be a good solution, applied sensibly and sensitively. Some series or folders, as the original article said many times over, may require more detailed work. But even when applying more detailed processing, we should be aware not only of the limitations of our processes but also of the limitations of our risk.
C o n c l u s i o n
While MPLP focused exclusively on processing, its premises can be applied to other aspects of archival administration. Even beyond appraisal, electronic records, conservation, reference, and digitization, the most basic arguments of MPLP can affect the way archivists do their jobs. The goal is to work smarter, not harder; to do things "well enough" rather than "the best way possible" to accomplish more with less (or the same) resources. These are not bad lessons for a wide range of activities, from writing press releases publicizing one's repository to contributing service to one's professional organizations. Sometimes the illusion of perfection tempts our profession, but it is not at all clear that our institutions or society want or need us to be perfect. It is possible they want and need us to be efficient, looking at the forest rather than the trees, and flexible enough to deal with admitted problems in new ways. 10. Why? 11. Have you ever been denied access to a collection because it was not "processed"?
_____yes _____no _____I don't know.
12. Have you ever conducted research in an "unprocessed" collection?
13.Which is more important when conducting archival research: detailed organization of collection contents or detailed description of collection contents?
_____detailed organization _____detailed description _____Both are equally important. _____Neither is very important. _____I don't know.
14. Please rank the following archival priorities, with "1" being most important:
_____Putting more resources into digitizing collection material and putting it on the web, even if it means that fewer collections will be available for research. _____Putting more resources into creating basic descriptions for all collections, even though some of those collections may never have more detailed inventories written for them. _____Putting more resources into acquiring new collections, even if it means slowing the pace at which collections are made available for research. _____Putting more resources into re-foldering and re-boxing collection material, pulling staples, and photocopying high-acid papers, even if it means slowing the pace at which collections are made available for research. _____Putting more resources into the creation of detailed collection inventories on the web, even if it means slowing the pace at which collections are made available for research. _____Putting more resources into creating basic collection inventories that lack introductory information and organization of the collection's contents if it means that collections will be made available more rapidly.
_____Putting more resources into pulling duplicates and ancillary printed material from collections, so that the valuable material is easier to find, even if it means slowing the pace at which collections are made available for research.
P l e a s e i n d i c a t e y o u r l e v e l o f a g r e e m e n t w i t h t h e f o l l o w i n g s t a t e m e n t s .
15. I would be happy with less detail in collection inventories if it meant that more collections would be available for researchers. 
